Computer-mediated infertility support groups: an exploratory study of online experiences.
Over recent years the Internet has become an increasingly popular source of support and information for infertility, with a growing number of online support groups now available to individuals affected by fertility problems. The aims of the present study were therefore to explore the online experiences of individuals accessing infertility support groups via the Internet. Ninety-five participants who were recruited from several online infertility support groups completed an online questionnaire containing a series of open-ended questions. Responses to the open-ended questions were analysed using inductive thematic analysis. The thematic analysis revealed five recurrent themes, which were labelled: 'unique features of online social support', 'improved relationship with partner', 'reduced sense of isolation', 'information and empowerment', and 'negative aspects of online communities.' This study suggests that the majority of participants considered there to be a range of important benefits from accessing online communities. However the results also demonstrate that there are a number of disadvantages to online infertility support groups that may have an impact on the experiences of infertile individuals. Online support groups may provide a valuable forum through which health care professionals can better understand and support the psychosocial needs of individuals experiencing infertility.